The Learning with Care report (HMI and SWSI, 2001) made seven criticisms in relation to the provision of education for looked after children in Scotland. The most recent report, Looked after children & young people: We can and must do better (Scottish Executive, 2007), contains 19 actions for improvement. This paper examines whether the distinctiveness of the Scottish political landscape has the potential to lead to improvements in tackling the deficits in the educational experience and attainment of looked after children and young people clearly acknowledged by the authors of both reports. The paper considers the recent history of political concern and asks whether things are getting better, concluding that while there is only limited improvement, the climate is more supportive and more emphatic in its expectations of the young people and the professionals who support them.
Introduction
In a recent issue of this journal, Hare and Bullock (2006) reviewed two major reports critical of the current situation in relation to looked after children in England (Sergeant, 2006 and DfES, 2006) . In their paper, Hare and Bullock welcomed the challenge to 'comfortable professionals and politicians' represented by the hard-hitting portrayal of poor outcomes in many areas of the lives of looked after children. However, as an academic committed to raising awareness and developing professional practice in relation to the educational needs of looked after children, I was particularly struck by the warning sounded in the authors' conclusion.
But if this shock therapy fails to work, there is a danger that the tone … will merely reinforce negative stereotypes of looked after children that not only insult them as individuals but also make it virtually impossible for them to make their way in the world (ibid., p 35).
It seems important to keep this warning in mind when undertaking an examination of the current situation in relation to the education of looked after children in Scotland, where in the last few months two important reports have been published. The Social Work Inspection Agency's report Extraordinary Lives (SWIA, 2006) sets an optimistic tone in the choice of words used in its sub-title -'creating a positive future' -and a chapter on education bears the title, 'achieving children'. The main report is supported by a series of four more focused reports, one of which is a study of 30 adults and young people 'whose experience of being looked after has been positive and life enhancing' (Happer, McCreadie and Aldgate, 2006, p 1) . The second report, and the main focus of this paper, Looked after children & young people: We can and must do better, is the product of six months' deliberations by a working group which included three Scottish Executive ministers, civil servants, professionals, a foster carer and a care leaver (Scottish Executive, 2007) . The report sets out 19 actions, some of which have appeared before in different forms. What makes this report stand out among typically dry government documents, however, is the rather refreshing way in which the views and questions of the working group are set out to provide a context for the actions specified.
The aim of this paper is to discuss that context, with reference to the education of looked after children and young people, and to consider whether the distinctiveness of the Scottish political landscape has the potential to lead to improvements in tackling the substantive issues. The starting point in this analysis, therefore, is an understanding of the political and legal contexts.
The Scottish political and legal contexts
The UK in the 21 st Century is, according to different viewpoints, either accommodating or struggling to adjust to the constitutional, political and practical implications of devolved government. At the time of writing, the 300 th anniversary of the union of the Scottish and English parliaments in 1707 had just been celebrated, albeit in rather low-key fashion with elections for the third administration in Edinburgh since the Scottish Parliament was reestablished in June 1999 just over three months away. The Parliament has the power to raise limited taxes (though so far not exercised) and has substantial legislative responsibilities, including the key welfare areas of health, education and social services. The legislators have been busy; in these three areas alone, they passed no fewer than 26 acts between 2000 and
2006. There have been two particular effects of legislative devolution. The first is the possibility of quite different imperatives emerging in the constituent countries of the UK. The best known consequences in relation to Scotland, arising partly from the virtually inevitable coalitions produced by the voting system, are the provision of free nursing and personal care
for those aged over 65 living at home, and the total ban on smoking in enclosed public places.
The second effect is that the main business of Scottish politics invariably centres on the devolved responsibilities and these, as a consequence, are subject to in-depth analysis by journalists. For example, the report Looked after children & young people: We can and must do better was the first or second-lead item on every BBC Scotland bulletin on the day it was launched.
Hare and Bullock argue that there has been a consensus in government in the UK which has served to keep the welfare of disadvantaged children out of party political arguments, and that as a consequence major reforms 'were passed with minor amendments rather than radical disagreements and knife-edge votes' (ibid., p 26). The prominence of the committee system in the functioning of the Scottish Parliament was designed to facilitate consensus, a fact that potentially makes the legislature more compliant. However, the backgrounds of the politicians themselves may help them to be more quietly effective law makers and shakers. MSPs, in contrast to their Westminster counterparts, are more likely to be drawn from professional middle class backgrounds, with a greater tendency for Labour MSPs to have worked in public sector occupations (Keating and Cairney, 2006) . In other words, there is a greater likelihood in Holyrood than Westminster that the legislators will have direct professional knowledge of the issues being debated. This does not mean that MSPs will always make sound decisions, or be any less susceptible to party whipping than their Westminster colleagues. But they do at least have ready access to professional networks, freeing them from complete reliance on the advice of career civil servants, and they are generally well placed to ask pertinent questions.
Before considering the political context specifically in relation to the education of looked after children, it is important to be clear about the distinctive meaning of the term 'looked after' as used in Scots law 1 .
The drafters of the Children (Scotland) Act 1995 adopted the term 'looked after' from the provide support for young people leaving care, it is the case that a high proportion of young people in Scotland feel abandoned on leaving care (Dixon and Stein, 2002) . As this paper was in preparation, the Scottish Executive announced £25 million of funding to support looked after children to continue education beyond age 16 or to gain employment, though the details of the scheme were not available.
The recent history of political concern
In common with other parts of the UK, concern has been expressed in Scotland about the educational experiences and outcomes of looked after children for at least 15 years. However, significant political and professional interest in Scotland dates to the appearance of two key publications. Borland et al. (1998) published a review of research, policy and practice in the education of looked after children which, in turn, helped to inform a report of a joint inspection of the experiences of children looked after away from home (HMI and SWSI, 2001 ). The Learning with Care report was based on a small sample of 50 and examined only the circumstances of children and young people provided with accommodation. It did have a number of positive findings, but it was inevitably the inspectors' seven main criticisms (listed below) that became the benchmarks against which subsequent improvements would be measured 4 .
1) Limited planning of care and placements and vagueness about children's attainments.
2) High levels of exclusion (half the children and young people had been excluded at least once and some had been excluded many times).
3) Just over half of the 25 primary age children were underachieving in comparison with their peers.
4) Concern by children and young people about how confidential information would be used by teachers.
5) Lack of training concerning the education of looked after children and young people of carers, social workers and teachers. 4 For a fuller discussion of the report, see Maclean and Gunion (2003) . that of 170 young people surveyed, 98 (58%) were unaware that money had recently been invested in their educational attainment, and also that few (22%) had been given a say in the spending. Among other criticisms expressed, some young people were disappointed that the expenditure did not appear to benefit them directly.
In January 2002 McConnell's successor, former social worker Cathy Jamieson, announced three priorities for action by local authorities, based on recommendations in the Learning with Care report.
All looked after children should receive full-time education. We expect no less for our own children.
All looked after children should have a care plan which adequately addresses educational needs. This is a statutory obligation and has been since 1997.
All schools should have a teacher designated to championing the interests of these children (Scottish Executive, 2002) .
The Minister also announced the commissioning of work to develop information and training materials aimed at carers, social workers and teachers and quality indicators for auditing the provision of education for looked after children 5 . One year later, the Minister acknowledged progress in relation to the targets she had previously identified, but firmly pointed to the need for further action.
Access to education is a basic right for every child. Too many of those cared for by local authorities are still being let down. They are being denied the same chances as other children. It is not acceptable that six out of ten young people leaving care at 16 and 17 are doing so without any qualifications (Scottish Executive, 2003 The account of activity described above demonstrates a significant degree of political commitment to improving the educational attainment of looked after children and young people in Scotland. The activity described, and the related developments not outlined here, also represent the laying down of an infrastructure for improvement. The government is clearly taking its responsibility for monitoring developments very seriously and Looked after children & young people: We can and must do better announced the appointment of a senior executive (swiftly in post within days of the report's launch) to:
…work closely with Chief Executives and Senior Officials within each local authority.
He/she will discuss what is being done to improve educational outcomes for looked after children and young people and care leavers with the relevant corporate parents and will provide reports twice a year to Cabinet (ibid., p 12).
However, political timeframes are short and ministers reporting to Parliament want to be able to see a quick return for their financial investment. Is there any evidence already of improvements in the educational experience and attainments of looked after children, and in the landscape of services which support them?
Are things getting better?
This is a very reasonable question to ask, though a much more difficult one to answer without the cautions and caveats that frustrate politicians and journalists. In what follows, the question is addressed using some of the seven benchmarks outlined above as a guide for discussion. Table 1 ). Professionals complain that these statistics unfairly represent the supportive work of agencies and also diminish the future potential of young people who may flourish later as a result of contact with leaving care projects and further education colleges. Hare and Bullock (ibid.) also provide a detailed account of six 'cautions' to be considered in drawing conclusions from empirical findings of this sort. But it is the story behind the statistics in Table 1 that is revealing. Two local authorities in Scotland were unable to provide any information in time to be included in the statistical report and many of the tables have cautionary notes about missing information. There are also doubts about the accuracy of some of the information provided and, in particular, it is known that attainment data for a significant proportion of looked after children are not recorded in this return. Information about young Page 14 of 27 people looked after at home is thought to be especially fragile in this respect, and, as a consequence, the extent of the disparity in attainment apparent between this group and those looked after away from home needs to be treated with caution. The fragility of the national data points to continuing difficulties in recording and sharing information within local authorities and between agencies. A school manager told me that she did not know which children in her school were looked after because a social worker had insisted this information was confidential. Information about attainment was requested retrospectively but its value in planning for the child's development was negated. An anecdote is not robust evidence but it does serve to illustrate concerns I still hear more widely expressed.
Reporting in Learning with
[ Table 1 about here]
Lack of planning in relation to education was an important observation emerging from earlier studies in England and Scotland (e.g. Bullock, Little and Millham, 1993; Francis, Thomson and Mills, 1996) . The immediate problem in attempting to judge whether there is evidence of improvement is the lack of data from a consistent sample at two points in time.
A detailed study of the use of care plans was conducted for the Scottish Executive by Record and Placement Agreement' form holds all the personal information about the child, including education, medical and contact details. The auditors found that educational information was fully completed in over 66% of cases and nearly completed in a further 12% of cases. However, in relation to the provision of more detailed information, Vincent's report is rather less encouraging. The 'Essential Background Record' should provide more comprehensive information about the child, but the audit showed that educational information was fully completed in only 37% of cases, nearly completed in a further 17% of cases, only partially or minimally completed in 21% of cases and not completed at all in 23% of cases.
Further analysis by the researchers highlighted problems in sharing information between social work and education agencies and, in some cases, they found evidence that agreed protocols for exchanging information within authorities had not been implemented. The audit showed that although most files had a completed 'Care Plan' and that plans were generally good, a quarter had none. A similar picture of incomplete information and lack of attention to educational aspects of the child's life was found in audits of the 'Day-to-Day Placement
Arrangements Record' and of the 'Assessment and Action Records'. Thus, we are not in a position yet to judge whether things have got better but we do know that in the very recent past the practice of recording and sharing of information needed to improve significantly.
Since the forms are not used in relation to the looked after at home category, a significant proportion of looked after children drop below the reporting radar.
The 2007 report Looked after children & young people: We can and must do better acknowledges the extent of a problem which has been very resistant to improvement and proposes that, at least in part, the solution lies in proposals previously announced in the report
Getting it right for every child (Scottish Executive, 2005a) . A draft bill 6 currently before Parliament includes proposals for a single assessment, record and plan to be used by all agencies working with children, with the aim that action plans should be in place by
December 2007 for all children going to a children's hearing. The idea is to streamline the bureaucracy while improving efficiency. Another measure proposed is to have a lead professional appointed in each case, with the responsibility to co-ordinate collaboration between agencies.
Learning with Care reported high levels of exclusion from school among the sample of looked after children studied (see criticism 2). In 2005-06, while the rate of exclusion in Scotland for children not looked after was 55 per thousand, 337 per thousand looked after children were excluded from school. The official statistics show that pupils registered for free school meals, pupils with additional support needs, and looked after pupils, all had higher exclusion rates than other pupils. Where a pupil had all three of these factors the exclusion rate was 15 times that of pupils with none of them. Virtually all exclusions are for short periods (typically less than one week) and in over 70% of cases the precipitating reasons include persistent disobedience, verbal abuse of staff and offensive behaviour. Table 2 shows the pattern of exclusion of looked after children over a period of seven years. The most visible feature is that schools' tolerance of challenging behaviour appears to have been declining, or at least the willingness of teachers to manage difficulties within the school seems to have tailed off in recent years. The explanation for the lower rates of exclusions of looked after children in 2000-01 and 2001-02 was the introduction of national targets for the reduction of exclusions generally. These were later withdrawn amid high profile protests from teachers' organisations. What this picture indicates is that while there are increasing efforts to improve the educational experience and to raise the attainments of looked after children, the same degree of effort is clearly not being put into achieving a reduction in the exclusion statistics.
This is an acknowledged area of tension, with a high proportion of teachers apparently in favour of exclusion as an answer to disruptive pupils (Adams, 2005) . However, it is not clear that local authorities have been able to make effective provision for alternatives to mainstream education; if rates of exclusion of looked after children are to continue at such high levels, planning for credible alternative educational provision must be given higher priority. Looked after children also have lower school attendance rates, although those looked after away from home have attendance rates less than 2% lower than those for non-looked after children, a testament to the success of foster and residential carers in ensuring children attend school.
[ Table 2 about here]
The review group whose deliberations are reported in Looked after children & young people:
We can and must do better expressed shock at the high rates of exclusion, noting:
…whilst it is important that head teachers retain the right to exclude disruptive pupils, schools also need to be aware of the many challenges and obstacles looked after children and young people face… (ibid., p 23).
Nevertheless, it is not entirely clear how this expression of shock will translate into a change in the trend toward increasing exclusions, though a clue to the group's thinking about this lies in their pleas for more sensitivity to the needs of looked after children, and their observation that while the requirement of every school to have a 'designated senior manager' with specific responsibility for looked after children is now in place, 'there is still a great deal of variation as to how the role is both defined and carried out across Scotland' (ibid., p 21).
The group's approach is more carrot than stick: a list of core tasks and a 'practical toolkit' for designated senior managers will be commissioned; and:
We will improve training for parents, foster carers, residential workers, teachersincluding teachers in training -social workers, health visitors and appointed lead professionals (ibid., p 15).
As outlined above, training materials were prepared in the two years following the publication The second proposition is concerned with whether there is any evidence of improvements in the education of looked after children and young people. The rather unsatisfactory, but realistic, answer is that there is none, or very little so far. The attainment statistics for care leavers are beginning to show marginal improvements but we need a longer timescale and much more detailed information to be sure. And in any case the statistics give a skewed impression of the achievements of looked after children as a group. We need to know more about the educational experiences of different categories and age groups of looked after children and young people. We also need to know more about efforts to encourage reading for pleasure with young children and about work in reading and maths recovery with older looked after children. We need to know about softer indicators, such as confidence and resilience, as well as about attainment. The research commissioned by the Executive in relation to the varied pilot projects they have funded should provide some answers but we need to be patient until this is reported in 2008. The network of further education colleges in Scotland, which means that virtually everyone has easy access to a college (Raab and Davidson, 1998) , means that it is very likely that a proportion of young people in the NEET group (not in employment, education and training), in which care leavers are said to be disproportionately represented (Scottish Executive, 2005b) , will access FE courses in adulthood, and there is a need for research to investigate this possibility.
Finally, the third proposition relates to whether there is the potential for improvement. Again, the answer is a matter of judgement. The modest improvements which followed the publication of the Learning with Care report would not lead to an optimistic outlook but the climate within which the Looked after children & young people: We can and must do better report is set feels more sophisticated, more supportive and more emphatic in its expectationsof the young people themselves, and the professionals paid to support them. In the words of the report's preface: 'Second best is not good enough for Scotland's looked after children and young people' (ibid., p.7). 
